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The Image of the Desirable Foreign
Worker in Recruiting Agencies’ Narratives:
Exploring the Inhibiting Factors in Foreigners’Employment in Japan
Ksenia	GOLOVINA
Varvara	MUKHINA
　 Drawing on 2015 interviews with four recruiting agencies in Japan, this study looks at job-
hunting and employment among foreign residents. The study is supplemented by the results of a 
2017 online survey that explored the employment situation and working conditions of the Russian-
speaking migrants residing in Japan. It became clear that only a small percentage of them relied 
on recruiting agencies to secure jobs, often choosing to become employed through both ethnic and 
non-ethnic networks of friends and acquaintances instead. Internet-based recruitment was also a 
comparatively popular option among this population. The interviews with the recruiting agencies 
revealed the presence of mechanisms that could be potentially hypothesized as inhibiting 
foreigners’ employment through such agencies and other similar channels. To test the hypothesis, 
we applied the critical discourse studies （CDS） framework and extracted a set of discourses that 
could be collectively combined as the image of the “desirable foreign worker.” The CDS-based 
narrative analysis of the interviews helped unveil four distinct discourses pertaining to the image 
of the hoped-for foreign human resources held by the Japanese corporations. These include the 
expectations of advanced knowledge of Japanese as well as other languages, background as a 
“brilliant” foreign student in Japan, understanding of Japanese societal customs and corporate 
culture, and being of a certain （young） age. We argue that while the recruiting agencies 
sometimes expressed disagreement with this hoped-for image, they were nevertheless persistently 
reproducing it in their speech, further solidifying the extracted discourses. From the CDS 
perspective, the agencies’ unique position as an interface between the potential employers and 
foreign job seekers could be identified as a power position. Those in a position of power are 
required to be particularly mindful of the discursive underlaying of their speech. In this study, 
we show that the discursive maintenance and reproduction of the discussed image of the 
“desirable foreign worker” inhibits the employment opportunities of a large pool of foreigners in 
Japan, including non-educational migrants, long-term stayers, and females. As such, the hoped-for 
image’s persistence prevents foreigners from participating in the Japanese labor market’s 
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diversification and a more active contribution to the country’s economy. 
Keywords: recruiting agencies, narratives, foreign human resources, critical discourse studies, 
Japan
